
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      MY LITTLE JAY

    

    
      First edition. August 9, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Edward Reznik.

    

    
    
      Written by Edward Reznik.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Edward Reznik


My Little Jay


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


The moon slipped out from behind a cloud and lit up the lifeless rocky desert as the old creaky bus rolled down the highway. The plump passenger beside me was asleep. His shoulder blocked part of the window from my view.

Staring out the window, I imagined we were traveling across the surface of another planet. This game of alternate reality helped, if only for a moment, to forget earthly things—and to shake off the strange sensation that had come from nowhere, the sense that this bus was carrying me to my death.

I couldn’t make sense of it. Where could that feeling have come from, if this ride was, in fact, supposed to mark the beginning of my life? A second birth, a thrilling start—that’s still a beginning, even if you’re twenty-two years late to it.
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It was stifling on the bus—the air conditioner had broken about an hour ago. Hoping no one would notice, it kept pumping out hot air for a while longer, until someone finally shut it off.

Everyone who wasn’t asleep was dabbing themselves with tissues. The windows didn’t open. Still, I decided to try my luck with mine. I glanced at the small top windowpane, but realized I wouldn’t be able to reach it without disturbing my sleeping neighbor.

After a few minutes of torment, I decided the heat was unbearable and I no longer cared about protecting his sleep. I stood up and stretched toward the window. Glancing down at him from above, I noticed that his wallet had slipped out of his pocket and was now wedged between his plump thigh and the side of the bus.

It was already clear I could reach the window easily. But the window might creak. And there had to be money in that wallet. Why risk a sharp noise in this situation?

During the eight years I spent in High Desert State Prison in Nevada, America didn’t pause life for my sake—everything had gone up in price, including bus tickets. At the station, I’d allowed myself a slice of pizza and a can of Coke, but now even that seemed like a reckless indulgence. Why waste my last few dollars on that, when the unbearable hunger returned almost right away and was tormenting me all over again? Not to mention the fact that the average person only starves to death after a couple of weeks. And in two weeks, anyone hungry enough can find a job and eat their fill.

Those passengers who weren’t asleep were watching me. They must have guessed why I’d gotten up—and were probably hoping I’d succeed where they hadn’t: opening the window. I would’ve so loved to make them happy—but by then, I had very different plans.

Just then, the bus jolted hard. I braced my hand against the wall to keep from falling, but it jolted again, and my hand slipped down. Grasping for anything to steady myself, my fingers reflexively clutched the wallet. And then I couldn’t let go. What was I supposed to do if all I was trying to do in that rickety bus was keep my balance? Haven’t you ever noticed that people with fat wallets always seem to have better balance than those without?

All right, even if it was theft—would I have taken that damned wallet if I’d known what would come of it? Who could imagine that one stupid petty theft would set off a crooked chain of events that would end with me in the electric chair?

As I got back up from the fall, I slipped the wallet into my pocket, pulled on the window latch—and it opened easy. A cool breeze swept through the cabin. The passengers looked at me with gratitude. My seatmate never even woke up. But I didn’t get to enjoy the breeze for long—I got off at the next stop.

The bus disappeared into the distance. I was alone in the middle of a lifeless desert. The wind whistled quietly. I looked around. Behind me, beyond the distant Martian horizon, the first hint of dawn was beginning to show.
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Most of the passengers were riding to the last stop. My seatmate, most likely, too. If we both stayed on till the end, he’d definitely notice the loss. He’d start rummaging through his briefcase, patting his pockets in confusion, getting flustered, looking under the seats, asking me, asking the other passengers. And then he’d spend a long time throwing dark, suspicious glances at my impassive profile—after all, I’d been sitting next to him. At this particular juncture of my fate, I didn’t need any of that.
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I looked inside the wallet. There were a few hundred dollars, some credit cards, and a driver’s license issued to a William Berg. In the photo, William Berg looked even more dimwitted than he did in real life.

I didn’t need his license. I couldn’t use his cards either—surveillance cameras in the checkout area would catch me, and I’d quickly become an internet star.

The few hundred dollars, crumpled inside the wallet, were a fortune to me. My stomach had been growling for hours, and I needed to convert that money into food as soon as possible. One slice of pizza—right now—I’d hand over every last bill without hesitation.

I walked in the direction the bus had gone. Figuring every road had to lead somewhere, I pictured a shabby food stand on wheels up ahead, parked by the roadside in the middle of the desert. Turns out, it was packed with all kinds of delicious stuff. And I saw myself by the stand, buying everything in sight.

As for that food stand ahead. Back in the prison library, the philosophy and psychology books always drew me in the most. In one of them, I came across an idea I’d thought about before, but now it struck me differently. It said that time doesn’t move—we only think it does, but in reality, all past and future events already exist in this very moment, frozen in place, just waiting for us to rush through them.

The idea was that we’re racing through time like passengers on a high-speed train, shooting past fields and forests. We look out the window and see only what’s right beside us. The trees still ahead don’t exist to us yet, because we can’t see them—even though they’ve been standing there waiting, for hundreds of years.

It’s a different story with the trees we've already passed. They stay in our memory, so they continue to exist in our minds.

If we were the engineers of this time-train, we’d be looking forward, not sideways. Then we could see the future. But we’re not engineers—we’re passengers. Our windows face the side. And so our consciousness is forced into this bleak, fleeting present. We struggle against that, trying to break free, to reach a wider, open space—we fantasize about the future, we try to foresee, to predict—but we don’t always win. The fleeting present keeps trying to pull us down and drag us back into itself.

This obsession with the immediate makes life terribly difficult for us. Sometimes, thinking confined within the limits of the present moment can even lead us to our own destruction. Perhaps a few of us manage to think like the engineer, not the passenger. But that’s certainly not me — I don’t have access to that kind of thinking.

As a result, all the knowledge I can truly rely on is the present and my memory. No one knows the future. When we choose to change something or move somewhere, we always know what we’re giving up—but we never know what we’ll gain. That’s why it’s so hard to let go of the past for the sake of the future. Trading the old for the new always means exchanging certainty for uncertainty.

So, walking down this dusty road, I was moving toward uncertainty, unaware that each step was bringing me not closer to some imaginary food stand where I’d be fed and watered, but—in a more distant perspective—to an uncomfortable, rigid electric chair with leather straps for hands and feet, unchanged since the 1930s.

I wonder: if by some miracle that moment I had somehow known what was waiting for me at the end—the electric chair—would I have stopped? Would I really have chosen to stay and die of dehydration right there?

It seems I never had a choice. On the bus, I was tormented by a sharp, gnawing hunger. It clouded my mind. My stomach had no patience to wait until its owner found work and earned his first wages. I needed money now. 

The moment I stole the wallet, I was seized by a nightmare panic. I was sure the passenger would wake up and catch me. That panic demanded I get off the bus as quickly as possible. It gave no thought to the fact that I’d end up in the middle of a dead desert.

And when I found myself in the desert, a new panic took hold of me — a different one altogether. This one was about dying here. And so, once again, panic was back in business. It seems panic was determined to stay involved, no matter what.

Honestly, I feel like saying to it: “Panic, why do you need such power over me? This is power for its own sake. You steer my behavior in a way that always creates a new reason to panic. Why won’t you let my rational mind calmly solve my problems?

After all, everything that happened could’ve been foreseen. And if something was done wrong, it could still be fixed. You knew the desert kills. Even if I impulsively stole that damned wallet, I could’ve put it back—the passenger was still asleep. Or I could’ve taken just one hundred and shoved the rest back in—he wouldn’t have even noticed the missing bill, and I would’ve had the money.

Why do you always make me act like I’m a passenger on my own train, and not the one driving it?

Panic—you’re part of me too. If I die out here in this desert, you die with me. And then you’ll simply be gone. Is your hold over me really worth more to you than your own life?”

I already know what Panic will say. It’ll say: 

“I don’t wish you harm. You accuse me of blocking your rational thinking. But to understand me, we need to go back. Back to when you were six, and your father hauled you into that room to beat you. You didn’t have rational thinking then. You had only me. Your panic. I was the only one there with you. The only one who tried to save you. I did what I could. I am panic—so I panicked. It’s not my fault it didn’t help. But at least, in those horrible moments, you weren’t alone.”

And I’ll say:

“Yes. I agree. I’m grateful to you, Panic. You really were the only one there for me in those awful moments. But it’s been more than a decade since then. I have rational thinking now. And my father’s been in the ground for eight years. But still, you don’t let me think clearly. Look around—this is the desert. We’re going to die out here. Why are you killing me?”

And Panic will answer:

“I don’t want your death. But there are things stronger than me. I’m still afraid for you. I can’t let you go. I see you want freedom from me. But I believe the only way you’ll ever gain it is through our death. That’s why you’re in this desert.”
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I wonder—if Panic truly saw no other way for us to be free of each other except through death, then maybe that was the real, mysterious reason I ended up in the electric chair?

So it began with hunger. Hunger led to the impulse to steal the wallet. The theft triggered panic, which led to the urge to get off into the desert. One necessity gave birth to the next. Each new necessity stood quietly in line, waiting its turn to take possession of me.

One necessity handed me over to the next. But that didn’t just happen now—my whole life has been a chain of inevitable, unyielding necessities. I only thought I was making decisions. I only thought I was acting out of free will. No. There was never any choice.

All my life I’ve acted out of necessity. I only believed I was deciding something. But then—what is that, if not a set of rails? And if everything is dictated by necessity, then isn’t it a dictatorship? How do you break it? How do you get free?
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A few hours later, the sun rose. Its slanting rays turned the grey twilight into a stark contrast—every stone now glowed and cast a long black shadow. I, too, began casting a long black shadow—it walked ahead of me. Then the sun climbed higher, and the shadows nearly vanished.

Only now did I realize that what I had taken for the heat of the night had in fact been a refreshing coolness. I didn’t have a single drop of water. There was nowhere to hide from the sun. But worst of all, the highway had remained empty the entire time—not a single car had passed.

Staggering from side to side, I kept walking down the middle of the road. My mouth was parched. My legs were growing heavier with every step. My tongue had turned into a stiff, rough cobblestone that rolled around in my mouth, scraped my dry palate, and made it hard to breathe. Circles began to blur in my vision. At one point, I thought I was about to lose consciousness. Everything darkened.

I was so furious at the sun that, if I’d had the strength, I would’ve hurled a stone at it. But I didn’t have the strength. What bothered me most was the fact that I was only twenty-two. All those people who would live on—to a hundred or ninety-eight—stirred nothing in me but anger. By what right would they be allowed to drag their dried-out feet across the earth, while my young legs, for some reason, were destined to become useless desert trash?

What finally calmed me was a thought from a book I once picked up in the prison library. It said the sun doesn’t kill out of malicious intent, but simply because it is the sun.

At first, that seemed like an obvious point. But from the moment I mentally allowed the sun to just be the sun, the anger toward it faded away.

In those eight years in prison, I read a lot of books. I devoured them. All I did in prison was eat, sleep, work my abs, shoulders, and lats, put in hours at the mattress factory—and most importantly, read.

In the gym, I tried to build a beautiful body, hoping someday a girl would take pleasure in it. Well—and I would too, of course. Back in my father’s house, sports weren’t exactly encouraged. Only beer and television were.

The only ones who might have drawn me into a gym were my classmates. But I was an outcast, and they happily went without me. Luckily, I ended up in prison. That’s where, for the first time, I finally got to take care of my body.

As for reading, I would never have read so much had I remained free. That’s how dangerous freedom can be—especially when it takes the form of life in my father’s house, where not a single book can be found, and where reading was regarded as a strange and senseless affliction, a kind of madness, and a waste of time.

Reading and sports became the central meanings of my prison years. When I was sentenced to eight years, neither the judges nor the prosecutors had the faintest idea what the true meaning of that sentence would be. Nor did the lawmakers, when they drafted the statutes that sealed my fate. And when I was led out of the courtroom—tear-streaked, stunned—and placed into the prison van, even I didn’t know what that meaning would turn out to be.

The judges thought they were punishing me, cutting me off from society, correcting me. But they had no idea what books could do to the fourteen-year-old boy. They hadn’t sentenced me to prison—they’d enrolled me in a university.

Of course, not everyone in prison was like me. Even there, I remained a solitary outcast. Each of us chose our own field of study in that university. Some took courses from a professor of safecracking. Others attended lectures on street fighting. As for me, I studied under Eric Berne, Alfred Adler, Roberto Assagioli, Viktor Frankl, Hannah Arendt, Alice Miller, Bruno Bettelheim, and many others.

That study became my lifeline. Through all those eight years, these people kept me afloat. I cannot imagine how I would have survived prison without them. Viktor Frankl and Bruno Bettelheim became my cellmates. After what they endured in Nazi concentration camps, prison didn’t faze them much.

I still remember our long evening conversations—we had plenty of time to exchange ideas in our cell. They treated the clumsy, heavy thoughts of a half-educated boy with remarkable patience and care, explaining everything I couldn’t grasp in detail. Their logic revealed connections in the world I had never even suspected. I treasured their respect and their interest in me.

Psychology books helped me see my real cellmates in a new light—along with our guards, my late father, my mother, and even myself.

Some inmates lived from meal to meal. Some from letter to letter. Some from visit to visit. Some from one hour of fresh air to the next. Some lived on dreams of a new life. Some lived on vengeance. But I had none of that.

There was no one for me to avenge. I had no one to blame for what had happened to me.

Nor did I live for letters or visits. There was no one to write to me. Jonathan Sheedy was the only person who might have written—but he never did. After all, he didn’t even know what place he held in my life.

Neither the prison food, the walks, the showers, nor the other scheduled amusements held any interest for me. I formed no prison friendships—in all eight years, I never grew close to anyone. What I came to love most in the world was that gentle, quiet, cozy luxury called solitude.

It isn’t fair that someone studying at a real university gets a robe, a mortarboard, a diploma, and a joyful celebration—while the one behind bars, studying alone, without professors, creating his own curriculum, fighting with all his strength to reach the meaning behind the words—gets nothing.

Still, even though I received no certificate for my studies, I passed my psychology exam after leaving prison. Life itself administered it—but who could have known it would be so cruel and bloody? Far more people died during that exam than I ever would’ve wished.
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I owe special thanks for my prison education to Senior Officer Ulrich Schulze. He was the one who helped secure my appointment as prison librarian, and who then began regularly bringing me to that temple of knowledge. He was the one who gave me my first-ever glasses. My vision had started to deteriorate in prison, and they turned out to be just what I needed.

At first, he looked at my enthusiasm with the same grimness my father used to. He considered psychology a sham and a pseudoscience, and psychologists—swindlers and extortionists. His hostility toward them was so emotional, so aggressive and haughty, that I immediately suspected: such vehemence was nothing more than a shield—his way of warding off truths too frightening to face. As it turned out, there really were things in his life better left hidden from himself.

Still, some time after I became librarian, I selected a few books for him. Under my influence, he read them—not in full, only the passages I had marked for him. He wasn’t capable of reading cover to cover, and asking him to would’ve been cruel.

We used to discuss what we’d read. It helped him muster the courage to look deeper into himself. We spoke behind tightly closed doors. No one in the prison had any idea what we talked about. It turned into a kind of psychological seminar, where we unpacked his childhood, his anti-sexual upbringing, his relationships with his parents, his wife, and his sons. It was extraordinary. For the first time, I saw him in despair—saw him miserable, angry, and in tears.

When I stayed alone in the library, reading book after book, I felt such intense intellectual pleasure and elation that even the unpleasant taste of his cum meant nothing to me. It was the implied price I paid for the chance to learn and grow spiritually, and the arrangement suited me fine. What was the alternative—to spend all eight years rotting in misery, degrading among stupid, vicious cellmates, cackling at their own dumb jokes?

In the end, he didn’t insist that I swallow. He let me spit into the sink and rinse my mouth. Eventually, through our therapy sessions, his own feelings began to matter to him so much that, for the first time, mine did too. One day, he finally noticed how unpleasant it all had all been for me. For the first time, he let me use just my hands.

I was seventeen, he was forty-eight. When I was transferred to the adult prison, he arranged to be transferred as well—thank God, the new facility wasn’t far from the old one. There, he got me the job as librarian.

His name was Schulze, but with a kind sort of mockery I called him Schwulze in my head. His eldest son was my age. In a way, Schwulze was like a father to me.

I suppose all fathers use their sons, each in his own way. But the way Schwulze used me—I preferred it to how my real father had. At least with Schwulze, I got something in return. Besides, Schwulze was far smarter than my father, and I found our conversations interesting, no matter the topic.

As librarian, I had my own schedule, my own rhythm of life. That, too, helped me stay apart from the other inmates.

They were older, stronger. I was the youngest. There were many of them and only one of me. Sooner or later, they would have forced out of me the same things Schwulze did—maybe even worse.

Unlike them, Schwulze never asked me for anything exotic. He liked stability and tradition. He liked things to stay the same. In sex, he was dull, mechanical, routine-bound—and luckily, had no appetite for adventurous experiments with my body.

If sexual intelligence is even a thing, his was mercifully low. Or he was inhibited because he was simply ashamed—maybe because my age reminded him too much of his son.

What mattered immensely to me was the fact that Schwulze took care of his body—he washed every day and doused himself in some kind of luxurious cologne.

What brought me enormous relief was that Schwulze, thanks to his intelligence and caution, knew how to keep his mouth shut. He understood that our relationship had begun back when I was still a minor, and so, in his own best interest, it made sense for him to remain silent. 

People don’t always act in accordance with their best interests. Schwulze might have had, say, a trusted friend to whom he could, at some point, confide his secret. I’m deeply grateful that Schwulze had no such friends. I always feared there’d be a line forming for me—after all, I was prepared to serve only one man: Schwulze.

When my sentence was nearing its end and I cautiously began letting myself think about freedom, I happened to blurt something out to him. Just a passing remark that soon we’d part ways. His hands started trembling, his eyes turned red, and tears welled up. He was speechless, and that evening, as I later heard, he got terribly drunk. He didn’t show up to work for a couple of days, but as an old hand, everything was forgiven. After that, he transferred to another unit, and I never saw him again. Because of that sudden transfer, we didn’t even say goodbye—though we were parting for good.

He was probably hurt. Probably thought I was cold and heartless. How could I so treacherously choose freedom over him? On that point, I completely agree with him—how could someone so coldly and soullessly long for freedom, when there was Schwulze: his friendship, his warmth, his love, his fatherly concern, his sacrifices, his risks—all of it undertaken, year after year, to ease my prison life?

As for my own reaction to our parting—I didn’t have any kind of crisis. Schwulze had always been, to me, another kind of father—someone you depend on, someone you can’t escape. When I got my freedom, I felt joy and relief. To depend on no one—that is happiness.

And I’m sure that after mourning a little, he soon recovered. He probably made the rounds through the cells and easily found himself a new version of his young son among the inmates. You know, Schwulze, as engaging as you were to talk to—I won’t miss you.

Now that I’m free, with no prison walls around me, only this endless, soul-crushing desert—you know, Schwulze, what secret I kept from you? Here it is: the only reason you didn’t get an axe to the head was because I didn’t have one in prison. And because I needed you very, very much.

I probably did everything I could—without even realizing it—to make you like me. That’s how much I needed you.

Our deal really did suit me. But now I allow myself to admit that it didn’t suit all of me—only my mind. Every other part of me hated you. That hatred had just been suppressed, locked away, not allowed to breathe or speak—until the lock on the prison gate clicked locked behind me.

And now it has. You weren’t wrong when you saw me as cold, calculating, and soulless. I never thought much of our clever, pleasant conversations. We were never equals. I was dependent on you. Let’s not pretend otherwise—I was the one in prison. I was the prisoner. Don’t you forget that.

Never expect love from someone who is dependent on you. And don’t expect the truth from them, either—they forbid themselves to tell it, even to themselves. Love can only exist between the free.

I’m sure you know that law. And I’m sure you found it convenient to forget about that law.

And so it ended: you fell in love with me. As a friend, a lover, a son, a ward, someone in need. I know you would’ve given your life for me, if it came to that. But allow me to strip all of that of its value. Love demands reciprocity—and I would never, under any circumstances, have given my life for you.

To put it politely, let me say this: Your sincere love for me, your care, your warmth, your suffering, your sacrifices—please shove them all up your ass. I know you're inconsolable now. So go ahead—drown in your tears. Die from it—the sooner, the better.
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Now that we’ve dealt with Schwulze, we leave him alone. In his mournful solitude, or with his new boyfriend—his choice. And we step out of the gloom of the prison library back into the searing desert, where under the blazing sun, I can barely drag my feet, dying pointlessly of thirst.

My blood had grown so thick from lack of moisture, it was getting harder and harder for my heart to pump it. I could hear its unnaturally heavy, muffled thuds in my ears. They came with a throbbing pain in the back of my head.

It occurred to me that I might die because of that stupid, worthless wallet that belonged to some pathetic man named William Berg. It was only thanks to that bastard that I stepped off the bus in the middle of nowhere. What good are his meaningless green bills to me now? Let the bus come back. Let William Berg take his precious money back!

And right then, I felt a surge of anger toward the man. Why doesn’t he take care of his stuff? How can he let something valuable like a wallet fall out of his pocket? How dare he provoke people into stealing? Doesn’t he realize we’re surrounded by desert? How dare he drive people to the edge of life and death? Who taught him to live with such cruelty and carelessness?

I imagined my dried-up corpse lying by the roadside in the moonlight, an open wallet clutched in a stiff hand reaching toward the sky.

Then I imagined the bus arriving at the station in the morning. Berg reports the theft to the police. The officers greet his complaint with little enthusiasm—by then all the passengers have scattered. Where are they supposed to look, and what grounds do they have for suspicion? It’s entirely possible Berg just lost his wallet. But he insists I stole it, because I’d been sitting next to him and got off before he did.

The police understand their main task now is to shake off Berg in such a way that he doesn’t file a complaint against them. But when he mentions that someone got off the bus early, they perk up. No one ever gets off at that stop—especially not at night.

There used to be a quarry there, now abandoned. The bus only stops there on request. If someone gets off during the day, it might be an engineer or an inspector, though even they usually take company cars nowadays.

But if someone gets off there at night—what for? Maybe by mistake? Maybe he’s in trouble? Maybe he’s suicidal?

That place has a reputation: every so often, husbands and wives bury their freshly insured spouses in the sand there. The police know—if someone goes missing in town and the surviving partner weeps inconsolably, that’s where you dig.

The desert is rocky, hard to dig in. Cars don’t get far over sharp stones. But that spot is convenient in two ways—soft sand, and the highway close by.

Still, this time the passenger took the bus. It’s not like he was carrying a corpse with him on board. Berg didn’t say the man had a heavy bag, or that a lifeless body was flopping over his shoulder and a shovel in the other hand.

Even so, the fact that I got off at that grim little stop, and in the middle of the night no less, will strike the police as strange. If I’m still there, I’m the easiest passenger for them to get to.

They put Berg in the police car and head out. If I’m still there, his job is to help identify me. To Berg, the trip feels like a manhunt for a thief, not just a way to satisfy the officers’ curiosity and suspicion. But maybe there’s something in it for Berg too—his damn wallet really is with me.

And so, they’re already driving down the highway. Berg gazes gloomily out at the lifeless desert sliding past the window. He doubts the trip will lead to anything—after all, in the hours since, I could’ve vanished. Maybe someone gave me a ride.

But the police know: there’s nowhere to vanish out there. And hardly any cars go by.

I’m not really sure what to expect when they get here. On the one hand, they might find the wallet on me—and if I’m still alive by then, I could end up back in jail. On the other hand, they’ve got water, which means I might be spared a stupid death over some dumb wallet.

If I do get thrown in jail again, there won’t be any Schwulze waiting for me this time. And even if there is someone like him there, it won’t exactly be lucky.

Actually, I’ll hear their engine in advance. Maybe I’ll have time to chuck the wallet into the rocks, far enough that nj one ever finds it. But how will I explain why I got off the bus in the middle of the desert? Then again, I don’t have to explain anything. Maybe I had a brief psychotic episode. Decided to do some moonlit philosophizing, alone. Or maybe I meant to kill myself—and changed my mind. Why shouldn’t a law-abiding citizen like me occasionally feel a sudden urge to end it all?

This isn’t a police matter. As far as I know, the law doesn’t forbid killing yourself. Funny, really—why don’t they jail people for that kind of murder?

Anyway, it’ll probably end with the cops thinking I’m a little unhinged. They’ll haul me, the wayward traveler, back into town, and Berg—burning with the worst possible suspicions—will go off to get himself a new driver’s license.

And his wallet, never found by anyone, will just lie there in the rocky Martian desert—until it finally rots away and turns to dust under the blazing sun.
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Soon, I was completely spent. My head was spinning from dehydration, my heart thudding heavy and muffled, my vision dimming—everything going dark. I stopped walking, but couldn’t stay on my feet. I had to feel for solid ground and lower myself down. I stepped off to the shoulder and carefully sat down. Sitting was hard—so I lay down.

I lay there and hoped some car would come down the highway. It would see me and pull over. A girl would get out. She’d probably be twenty-two, too. In a panic, she’d grab a bottle of cold water from the passenger seat and rush over to me. But by then, unfortunately—

No, not “unfortunately.” That word wouldn’t cut it. To her despair—I’d already be dead.

And it would be such a shame, because just five minutes earlier, I was alive. How hard would it have been for her to drive just a little faster? Just press the gas pedal a little more. Why didn’t she feel it—that someone up ahead was dying?

When she sees I’m already a corpse, she’ll start crying. Such a handsome guy—gone. Exactly the kind she’s dreamed of her whole life. But what can you do? Her fault, really—why was she driving so slow?

Wiping away a tear, she’ll notice the wallet in my hand. Gently, she’ll pull it from my fingers, open it, and, ignoring the cash, spot the driver’s license.

The photo won’t be mine, but it won’t even occur to her that the wallet might belong to someone else. Besides, she’ll be far too shaken to compare the picture to the body. Who actually looks at those photos? People gain weight, lose it, go bald, grow beards—try making sense of any of it if you’re not a border agent.

She’ll decide I am William Berg. She’ll immediately start dialing the police to report that she’s found the body of one William Berg out in the desert.

The police, upon receiving her call, would be quite surprised—because someone claiming to be William Berg is sitting in the car with them right now. Who is their passenger, really? What’s his actual name? Why is he pretending to be the deceased William Berg?

But none of these questions will cross the officers’ minds. Because the girl won’t make that call. There’s no cell signal out here in the desert. Anyway, from the haze of heat that clouds my mind, another, more believable version of events begins to take shape. No phone call is needed. The police cruiser simply drives up to her on its own.

The officers get out. The girl is relieved to see them—she gladly hands over the wallet.

They examine my corpse and exchange a knowing look. Out here, there’s nowhere to go.

The girl gives her statement, signs something, leaves her number, and heads back to her car, ready to get on with her day.

The officers return the wallet to the real William Berg. He accepts it and thanks them, dazed. He’s dazed because he’s unsure what emotion he’s allowed to feel right now, and which one he needs to suppress.

On one hand, he should be happy—he got his wallet back, his ID, his money. No need to deal with the DMV. And the fact that the wallet turned up in a dead man’s hand proves how wrong the officers were to assume William simply lost it. That was outrageous—he never loses anything. Now he’s proven them wrong, made them all look foolish.

In fact, even though his parents have been dead for years, he’s managed to prove them wrong, too. Back in school, they used to accuse him of always losing things. But it wasn’t his fault—it was the bad kids. They’d rummage through bags and pockets and take everything. That’s how long William Berg has hated bad kids. Because of them, he went without breakfast. And how not to feel joy, when one of those bad kids just croaked here today, on the side of the road?

On the other hand, it feels a little awkward—celebrating someone’s death. So William Berg lifts his eyebrows, puts on a solemn expression, something vaguely philosophical and sorrowful. And while the officers have their backs turned, he gives my corpse a discreet kick with his boot.

The girl hasn’t left yet, and the cops ask her to give Berg a ride into town. They’d take him themselves, but they have to stay and wait for the coroners. She agrees. Berg, grateful and awkward, climbs into her car.

The girl puts her hand—not on his knee, not yet, but on the gearshift. She glances at Berg, and you know what? She feels it: she immediately likes this weird guy.

This thrilling moment will be the start of a long, beautiful romance—a romance where I, goddammit, should’ve been in Berg’s place. And I would be, no doubt, if this stupid girl had just pressed the gas a little harder.

Her car will pull onto the highway, pick up speed, vanish over the horizon, and from that moment on they’ll be inseparable. They’ll have children, buy a house—warm, full of light—and deep down, each of them will secretly thank the unknown thief whose body so helpfully ended up on the roadside and brought their lives together.

I think there’s something really touching about a beautiful, loving family having a corpse at its origin. If I were in their place, I’d ask the police to give them a bit of my ashes after the cremation. They’d keep it in a little urn, show it to their grandkids and say,

“There he is—our Cupid”.  Or maybe they’d even take me out to dinner for their wedding anniversaries. 

If they put me in the center of the table, that would be a place of honor—and one I rightfully deserve. Only, let’s just hope no drunk guest mistakes me for seasoning and shakes me out over their steak.

Once the girl and Berg drive off toward that lovely future I just described, only the cops will be left in the desert with me. They’ll call the coroners. Searching my corpse, they’ll find documents with my real name, and that’ll help them figure out quickly who I was and where I came from.

It’ll become clear I was released from prison just yesterday, and that I had no friends, no family, no one left in this world.

A few hours later, the local pathologist—fighting through a brutal hangover with admirable skill—will sign the paperwork, confirming there were no signs of foul play.

I’ll spend the night in the morgue fridge. The next morning, fresh, well-rested, and thoroughly shaken by how eager the United States is to get rid of me, I’ll find myself slowly sliding into the furnace of a small-town crematorium.

I’ll be wearing a dashing, light, summer-crisp, slightly-tight-in-the-shoulders—but otherwise perfectly decent—government-issued cardboard coffin, priced at a hundred and twenty-three dollars. It will suit me just fine.

That’s how my short life will end. And to think—it didn’t start off all that badly...
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My life began twenty-two years ago in the quiet town of Pahrump, Nevada. Our house sat on a sleepy street called Comstock. I loved everything about that street: the kind Mexican neighbors, the tall dry grass growing wild around the shabby little houses, and the distant mountains on the horizon.

They first diagnosed my developmental delay back in preschool. The evaluators noticed I couldn’t count the colored sticks. Instead of counting, I stubbornly sorted them by color in silence, as if I hadn’t heard the task at all. When they gave me sticks of just one color and asked again, I swept them onto the floor without a word.

My condition made my mother furious. She saw my lagging behind not just as a personal challenge, but as a professional one too. As a substitute schoolteacher, she was gripped by a panicked fear: if she couldn’t lead even her own child to success, then what authority did she have as a teacher? 

Horrified by the threat to her professional standing, she threw herself into raising my intelligence by any means. She poured time and energy into it, but it was all for nothing. She tried literally everything—she yelled at me, slapped my face, shook me by the shoulders, hit me on the head with a workbook, called me stupid, and locked me in a dark closet for hours. Once, she even threw a mixer attachment at me. But my intellect stayed exactly where it was.

When nothing worked, she eventually gave in to despair. On a yellowed sheet torn from an old notebook, she wrote that she could no longer bear the shame I brought her. Then she hanged herself in our laundry room, between the rusty old washing machine and the washtub. I was six years old.

After they buried Mom, the baton of my upbringing passed to Dad. He did all the same things she had—and then took them even further. First, he added beatings with a belt. Second, he told me that it wasn’t just about making me smarter anymore—it was also punishment for killing his wife.

In our small, run-down house, overgrown with tall dry grass up to the windows, it was just the two of us. Life was hard for Dad. At first, he worked for the railroad in Las Vegas. Later, after they let him go, he just sat on welfare, cursing football players and congressmen all day long.

Sometimes he cried. I felt terrible for him. I wanted to do something good for him, but I didn’t know what. I was so ashamed that I was the reason he was suffering.

When I was seven, I once asked him what gift he wanted for his birthday. He looked at me sadly and said quietly, “Just die.”

When he set dinner on the table for me, he’d say, “Go eat, little killer.” And when it was time to lock the front door for the night, he’d say, “Go lock the door, little killer.” That was my family nickname—he never called me by my real name.

But when my father got drunk, he never hit me. On the contrary—he became quiet, gentle, and harmless. In those moments, he would simply cry. And softly, sorrowfully, he’d tell me he loved me, and that I had ruined his life. That made me so sad, and filled me with such a desperate urge to do something good for him, that I would start trying to come up with a way to die. But all the ways I could think of scared me so badly that, every time, I decided to stay alive just a little longer.

That desire—to stay alive just a little longer—led to the tragic and yet strangely fortunate chain of events you’ll find in this book. Had I not wanted to live a little longer, had I simply obeyed and given my father what he wanted, nothing would have unfolded. And a lot of people would still be alive.
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Seeing myself as a killer—a label that had clung to me since I was six—later helped me kill without guilt. After all, I had nothing left to lose.

My father stopped calling me “killer” only when I turned fourteen. But not because he realized such words were programming a murderer into me. It was simply that his brain could no longer send signals to the organs of speech. His brain—like everyone’s—was located inside his skull. And it was the skull that took the blow from the back of my axe. Just one of those coincidences.

That day, I made myself an orphan for life. I still don’t fully understand how it happened—my hand simply did it, all on its own. It acted as if it were no longer part of me. Until that moment, I’d never even suspected it had such freedom.

Killing my father was the second murder of my life. But this time, I wasn’t six—I was fourteen. Which meant prison lay ahead.
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Later, it turned out I’d been far too dramatic about the prison that awaited me. Before I turned eighteen, prison wasn’t even really prison—it was just a kind of boarding school, not much different from our regular public school. You even had to ask the teacher’s permission to use the bathroom.

But after I came of age, they transferred me to adult prison. That’s where the real horrors began. Though, to be fair, there were plenty of horrors with Dad too. So all in all, thanks to him—and a few other things—I ended up being far more prepared for prison than most people my age who land there.

In fact, I can say with certainty that, for all its terrors, prison life suited me more than the life I was sentenced to for my earlier crime—killing my mother. I mean life with Dad.

In prison, there were rules. There was a schedule. With Dad, there was none of that. The lack of predictability made life with him tense, anxious, soaked in constant danger, a constant sense of guilt, and a dull, heavy hatred of myself. Naturally—of myself. I couldn’t very well hate Dad.

Some people have the right to hate their father. But not me. I wasn’t entitled to that feeling. And whenever it tried to surface, I crushed it—so fast, so clean—it was like it had never existed. I got so good at suppressing that one feeling that eventually, all the others vanished too.

In those years I lived with Dad, I cried and hid from him almost every day. His yelling, the beatings, the bursts of inexplicable fury taught me to accept all of it as the normal course of life.

A life like that could lead to despair, depression, even suicidal thoughts or actions—but I had none of those. Luckily, I was cut off from my feelings.

Which brings me to a question for the jury: if I was cut off from my feelings, how could I have known that somewhere inside me lived a force that would one day wake up, seize my hand, my hand would grab the axe, and the axe would kill my father?

How do you even begin to explain to a jury that when someone is trained not to feel anything, he might later be just as shocked as anyone by what his hand, acting on its own, decides to do?

I don’t think juries ever understand things like that. It’s too complicated for them. They’ve never done time, which means they’ve never read any psychology books.

What does it even mean—turn off your feelings? Where is this switch, exactly? What’s written on this switch? Which way was it flipped that night? Who turned it to “off”?

If I had known in advance that my father would be murdered and I’d end up on trial, I wouldn’t have smeared my tears meaninglessly across my cheeks. I would’ve collected them carefully in a jar. And once I had a few gallons, I would’ve hauled them in front of the jury. 

"Here are my tears," I would’ve told them calmly. "These are from the years six to fourteen. Please add them to the case file."

Of course, it wouldn’t have worked. What if it was just tap water? The law strictly protects fathers from their fourteen-year-old sons. They gave me eight years. Strange—I didn’t kill my father. My hand did. But the murder was still ruled premeditated. How can it be premeditated if I never planned a thing?

They decided it was premeditated solely because I’d wanted him dead for a long time. The fact that I spoke openly in court about that years-long desire infuriated my lawyer. But can wishing someone dead really count as a plan to kill? A wish is like a bird—it might come, or it might just fly off again. A plan, though—that’s not emotion. That’s a cool, rational outline of actions.

The jury—and the judge, too—had no interest in those nuances. They figured if I talked so much about wanting my father dead, and that desire had lived in me year after year, that was the same as preparing for murder.

For some reason, they decided that wishing death on someone actually causes death. If thoughts alone could kill, I wouldn’t have needed the axe. I would’ve killed him with my thought. And I’d have done it much earlier, when I was about eight, not fourteen.

And then there wouldn’t have been any trial, because it would’ve looked like he died on his own. That’s the beauty of murder by thought. And if someone had asked me if I ever thought about killing my father, I would’ve been outraged and said, “What? How could you ask that? He’s my own father!” And they would’ve let me be. Although—murder by thought has one flaw: If it were really possible, there wouldn’t be a single person left alive on Earth.

The jury, to grasp the difference between preparing for murder and dreaming about murder, were simply too grim. They sat there staring at me, stern and frowning on their benches. Maybe they all had fourteen-year-old sons, and maybe all those sons had already, in their minds, reached for an axe.

In that light, it’s perfectly clear why the jurors, taking advantage of the fact they were still alive, hurried to lock me up. They wanted to go home that very night and use me as a cautionary tale at dinner.

There wasn’t much reason in those jurors’ heads. They want to be protected from their kids—and somehow, I’m the one who has to go to prison for it?
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To be honest, I had nothing to say in court. I didn’t even understand myself what had happened that night. I couldn’t recall a single thing my father had said that would’ve made my hand reach for the axe and bring it down on his head. All I remember is that everything went dark in my eyes for a moment.

In court, my lawyer tried to lean on the documents about my intellectual disability. But since that assessment dated back to my preschool years—and the others were from early elementary school—the judge, at the prosecutor’s request, ordered a new evaluation.

The prosecutor brought in well-known, respected experts. They tested me thoroughly, and they were meticulous. They were also very kind to me, and I had no reason—none at all—not to trust them. And, miracle of miracles, they didn’t find any trace of a disability. Not the slightest hint, can you believe it?

Maybe I got better. Maybe I never had it to begin with. Either way, it turned out that at the time of the crime, I was already perfectly normal.

That astonishing result made me think of Jonathan Sheedy, and for the first time, I began to wonder about the part he’d played in my life. But more on that later.

The official recognition—not of my retardation now, but of my soundness—was something new, exhilarating, even fascinating. To say I was confused would be a massive understatement. I was turned upside down. Me—normal? How do you live with that? What do you do with it? What doors does it open? Can I take part in conversations now? As an equal? Not fear my own voice? Not be ashamed of my opinion?

Then what were all my parents’ years of grief about? What poisoned their lives? What killed my mother? What am I supposed to do now with this guilt I’ve carried for years? What do I do with this fossilized image of myself as a mentally disabled killer?

I would’ve gladly dragged all of these questions, along with gallons of tears, to those grim-faced jurors who later handed me eight years for patricide.

Of course, dragging just anything to a jury is foolish. There’s always another way to solve a problem. After all, patricide gets you eight years. Suicide—nothing at all.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


✳

[image: ]




Now let’s go back to Jonathan Sheedy. The only friend I had as a child. Another mentally disabled boy—just like me.

Long before the day they diagnosed me with intellectual disability at preschool, I kept asking myself: why do they love the other kids, but not me? When the others were picked up, they were hugged, greeted with joy. I watched those reunions with envy. My mother, for some reason, was always angry at me. Especially on the days I stayed home sick—those days, she looked at me with hatred.

Every evening, when my father came home from work, my mother would tell him how bad I’d been that day. I no longer remember what exactly I did wrong. That part’s vanished from my mind. While she spoke, my father’s face would darken, drained pale with anger. He’d watch me in silence as she kept talking, and then—when the rage inside him hit its limit—he’d suddenly leap up from his chair, grab me under the arm without a word, and carry me off to be beaten. 

He always hit me with one hand. With the other, he held me up by the arm, leaving me hanging in midair. It made things easier for him—suspended like that, I was exposed from every side. In those moments, all I wanted was to twist free and drop to the floor. The floor was the only thing that could shield at least one side of me. But that didn’t always work. His grip was too strong. It felt like he was beating the soul out of me.

After the beating, I’d be left on the floor, crying. He would go to the kitchen and sit down to dinner.

During dinner, they’d speak in low voices at first—I couldn’t make out the words. But then the shouting would begin. They fought loudly, each trying to out-yell the other. Their voices tangled together; my mother shrieked, but my father shouted louder than her screams. I was scared. I’d go quiet and stop crying. My brain would kick into overdrive—it felt like it was smoking—but I still couldn’t figure out how to help them. What could I do to make things better for them?

Later, through books on psychology, I began to understand how many things fed into those beatings. There was my mother’s unspoken need to show my father how much she was suffering with me—to make him see how hard her life really was. She wanted his pity, but couldn’t bring herself to ask for it.

There was also my father’s need to prove to her how much he loved her, how ready he was to defend her from any enemy—someone like me, for instance.

The beatings also gave him a way to let out the anger and frustration that built up in him after a long day at work.

It was also a way for her to redirect his anger toward someone else—so it wouldn’t come crashing down on her.
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One day at preschool, I noticed a boy. I didn’t know his name yet. He’d been diagnosed with an intellectual disability a few months before I was. He couldn’t count the colorful sticks, and when they gave him the plain ones, he’d shove them off the table.

I noticed everyone loved him. The teacher stroked his head, murmuring soft words. She called him “my little bunny.” His overweight mother stood nearby, gazing at him with tenderness and love. One day, a staff member brought him a piece of candy—he unwrapped it and ate it right away. The inspector from the developmental center laughed and gave him a warm pat on the head.

“What a sweetheart! Like a little squirrel! He is just a little squirrel!” she said.

His name was Jonathan Sheedy.

And a couple of months later, I had to take the same test. By then, I had already discovered the secret of why grown-ups love children, and I did exactly what Jonathan Sheedy had done. I didn’t count the sticks—I tossed them under the table. And my test result came out exactly like his.

But instead of love and candy, I somehow got bitter, sandpapery pills "for cognitive development," plus some fresh beatings—even more savage this time, and therefore, presumably, more educational.

In short, nothing worked. Whether you count the sticks or not, whether you drop them under the table or not. Why did it work for Jonathan Sheedy and not for me? Why did he get kindness and sweets for the same thing I got beatings and bitter pills?

Those pills gave me headaches, and there was this strange humming inside my skull. But when I told Mom, she said, "Don’t make things up." So I stopped telling her.

It wasn’t until a new court-ordered evaluation declared me mentally competent that I suddenly remembered—I had known, even during the test, that there were twelve sticks.

And I remember that when I dropped them on the floor, I dropped nine first, then three more.

So I could count them, after all? It was strange—once the forensic report said I was ‘normal,’ memories lined up in my mind, all proving I’d been normal all along.

Kind of makes you wonder—once they started calling me 'disabled,' I actually began acting like I was.
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After kindergarten came school. But I only made it to fourteen. I finished my education in prison.

Since my memory no longer cares to linger on what happened there, we’re heading back to the desert. No girl, no cops, not even William Berg—nobody ever pulled up to that roadside where I was. All of that had been fantasy. But unlike fantasy, reality had one thing going for it: I was still alive. Even under the blistering sun.

I don’t think William Berg ever called the police in real life. He probably just said goodbye to his wallet and the cash inside, opened the DMV website on his phone, paid seventeen bucks, and ordered a new license.

And me? I was left lying there on the roadside with his useless old ID and his equally useless bills—dying stupidly at twenty-two, from heat and dehydration, in the middle of a boundless noon-lit desert.

Why did I even come out here? Would anyone who wants to live choose this place? As far as I remember, the original plan was to find some farmer willing to offer a job and a place to stay. 

But is that really true—or just something I told myself? 

In our family, I was the last one left alive. But what if staying alive—when your own mother and father are six feet under because of you—is nothing but selfishness, callousness, even nerve?

What if, deep down, I never wanted a farmer at all? What if I came here because I was unconsciously after something else entirely—like my third and final murder? The one that, in heaven’s filing cabinet, would finally close the file on this failed family.
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It would be so stupid—to end my existence not back then, at fourteen, but now, at twenty-two. Why didn’t I do it at fourteen? What was so great between fourteen and twenty-two? What was so important that it was worth living for?

Books? Schwulze? Sandy Perlin? Sandy Perlin on that list is a joke—she can’t possibly count as something important. She’s from our prison too. She’s like Schwulze, in a way. But if Schwulze was like a father to me, then she—if I can put it this way—was on the maternal side. I’ll talk about her later.

Or maybe the point of this whole senseless drag—from fourteen to twenty-two—wasn’t Sandy Perlin, or Schwulze, or books at all. Maybe it was something entirely different, something new, thrilling, still unknown to me as I lay there on the roadside. But it was already looming ahead—relentless, ready to crash into my life with all its dizzying, merciless force—along with the faint, barely audible sound of an engine out there somewhere in the still, blistering air.

I was lying on my side on the hot sand when I realized I could hear it: that far-off hum of a motor. I couldn’t see where it was coming from—sweat was streaming into my eyes, sharp and acrid, straight from my forehead. It burned terribly. Must’ve had more salt than usual.
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